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By Lt. Duck Wattle

ven two hours after theincident, | still
didn’t fully realize how closel had
cometo giving my wifethe benefits
of my SGLI policy. Let’s step back to the night
beforeto seethefull story.
Asajunior ECMO with just over ayear in

my first squadron, | thought | knew my limits.

If placed in achallenging spot, | could hackit.
Then | was placed in that spot. Theflight
schedulewas published, and there| was, briefing
and leading alow-leve flight early thefollowing
morning. Thepilot, of course, wasthenew XO.
When | tracked down the Ops O to question
why no one had told meearlier about theflight,
hecleared it up by saying, “ Yeah, wehad to
changeafew thingsfrom theweekly planner. |
thought youwould likeagood ded. You' renot
turning thisdown, areyou?’ Nothing likeagood
veiled threat to back down aJO. | hadn’t flown
withthenew X O yet, so| thought thiswasmy
chanceto provemy mettle. | dsohadn’'tflowna
low-leve sincethetraining command (18 months
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earlier), but sincethiswasan IR route, and we
would beflying no lower than 1,500 feet AGL,
therewere no moreissuesto bring up. | pulled
alow-level chart from the squadron chart file
and planned asmuch as| could until 2200.

| arrived early to get weather and ”
NOTAMSand to clean up any other details. =
Thefirst problem arose,typlcal pqorﬂégg* : J -
Weeiherrfgr the.grea Northwest. It w. Ay,
obviousthe primary route: hsnot.aplc!;\y.g Sét AT
day, but ops had abackup route schedhed-{

switch charts. AIthougchecha’t for the "*4} .
backup | R routewas chummed, it did not have
the altitude blocks annotated on the TPC strip
portion. The XO pointed out inthe brief that if
we went IMC on theroute, it nearly would be
impossible, inthe heat of combat, to look at the
photocopy from AP-1B (glued to the cover of
thechart) to find the top-of -the-altitude bl ock.
Hetold meto annotate the TPC strip portion
of the chart with the minimum and maximum
atitudefor each leg, but inthe confusion, |
forgottodoit.

So herel wasdoing my first low-level in
18 months, in bad weather, with an unfamiliar
crew, with only afew hoursdeep. Yep, | could
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hack it! Welaunched 10 minutes behind
another Prowler doing the same mission. We
received updates over base frequency about
the exact locations where we soon would be.
Thefirst part of therouteis off the coast

of southern Washington, where we descended
from 17,000 feet. The weather was predomi-
nantly VMC, but aswe|ooked over land,
conditionsworsened. Aswe pressed in, we got
frequent weather updatesfrom the crew 10
minutes ahead. Just as we crossed the coast-
line, they caled, “ Hey guys, thisweather isn't
going towork. We' releaving theroute at point
echo.”

.. Thinking wewould dothe same, | an-

“swered, “Roger, thanksfor theupdate,” just as
we apprgached amassof low-lying cloudson

*theroutecenterline.

' | felt the XO'seyeson mewhen he said,
~“Well, areyou going to call center?”

Asl tried to think of what | wasgoing to
say, we entered the cloud mass. | could hear
thetension in hisvoice when he asked me
what the top of the block was. | scrambled
with achart that still waslargely unfamiliar to
me and tried to discern what the ground
€levation was under our jet.

A few seconds|ater, he asked even more
urgently, “What'sasafe altitude around here?’

Flabbergasted, | started anew search for
aroute el evation that would keep us clear of
any obstaclesthat might loom ahead. Asthe pit
inmy stomach grew tighter and tighter, he
executed athree-G pull. We broke out of the
cloudsand coordinated anew flight plan, with
an instrument approach at Portland, before
returning to NASWhidbey Idand. Finally,
catchingup with theaircraft, | tried to replay
the eventsfrom thefirst part of theflight as
we made an uneventful recovery.

It wasn’t until the debrief when we
reconstructed our flight path and replayed the
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chain of events, that reality sunk in. Aswe
approached the clouds, the pilot wastrying to
get meto assert myself asECMO-1 in coordi-
nating our departure from the IR route with
ATC. Hehad waited too long, and | didn’t take
the hint. Wewerewingslevel at 1,500 feet,
just below the 2,000-foot top of thealtitude
block for the previous over-water leg when we
went |MC. When he asked for thetop of the
block, | didn’t understand what he wanted.
During the debrief, he had told methat, from
the second he executed the sharp pullup, the
LAWS (low atitude warning system) tone
started going off. Surprised, | looked at the
back-seater to see him dowly nodding his
head. | was more shocked to hear the radalt
had bottomed out around 250 feet AGL,, inthe
climb, inIMC. A quick review of the IR route
revealed a2,200-foot peak on centerlinewhere
we pulled off the route. We had been seconds
away.

Many CRM and ORM lessons|earned can
comefromthis. Don't try to perform beyond
your level of experience. “I thought | could
hack it,” isnot what | want written on my
headstone.

Planning ahigh-intensity training event is
just asimportant, if not moreimportant, than
theactud flight. | should have beenintimately
familiar with every aspect of theroute of
flight. Whenyou' retraveling 7 miles per
minute at low dtitudein uneventerrain, there
isnotimeto searchfor critical information
printed in amicroscopic font.

Findly, we' veall heard that adirect
suggestion from the CO or XOisequa to an
order. When the X O (who has more than 3,000
flight hoursto back up hisideas) suggests
adding pertinent information to the chart,
failuretofollow through may result in disaster.
Fortunately for threeaviators, thisflight didn’t.

Lt. Wattles flies with VAQ-133.
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